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LILIES THAT FESTER: 
SENTIMENTALITY IN 
THE HOUSE OF MIRTH 

by Robin Beaty 

After the serialized publication of The House of Mirth was completed, 
Edith Wharton was inundated by letters from readers disturbed by the 

ending. According to R. W. B. Lewis, 

One woman said that when she read the final installment, she was so 

overcome that she telegraphed a friend "Lily Bart is dead." Another 

reader enclosed a two-cent stamp and begged Mrs. Wharton to write and 

say whether it might not have been possible to allow Lily Bart to live and 

marry Seiden.1 

Many reviewers in the popular press were also dissatisfied with what 

they saw as Wharton's refusal to affirm human benevolence or to show 

"a means of escape for society's victims."2 Then, as now, few people 

would argue that Edith Wharton is a sentimentalist, or that a novel like 

The House of Mirth falsifies or simplifies its subject in order to appeal 
to the reader's conventional sensibilities. 

Cynthia Griffin Wolff argues that Wharton wrote The House of 
Mirth against the tradition of the "sentimental American heroine," a 

conclusion that the bulk of the novel supports.3 Wolff traces how 

Wharton adapted the stock figures of sentimental fiction?the beautiful, 

increasingly distressed heroine and the cool, rational male observer. 

Wharton calls into question the nature of the woman's pain, the 

constancy of her virtue, the depth of the man's moral judgment, and 

the capacity of both to love, in order to turn the stock figures "askew." 

But is the twist enough to evade the tradition of the sentimental novel 
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entirely? Some readers remain perplexed and unsatisfied by the three 

episodes that conclude the book: Lily Bart's discovery of simple but 

enduring values in Nettie Struther's kitchen, Lily's half-intentional 

suicide, and Lawrence Selden's subsequent conversion to whole-hearted 
love for her. In the last pages of the novel, Wharton matches Lily's 

physical beauty with a moral fineness so pure that she is crushed not so 
much by the social system that produced her as by her own new-found 
honor. In "rehabilitating" her, Wharton introduces an ideal (in the 
form of Nettie's tender feeling for her baby) that Lily is at last able to 

recognize as the "central truth of existence." Unfortunately, she is 
forever barred from that existence, not only by her chaotic upbringing 
in a sterile social milieu, but also by her belief that Seiden no longer 
loves her. We are told that Nettie's rooted happiness takes the "man's 
faith" as well as the "woman's courage." Lily finds her courage but 
lets it slip away again before taking an overdose of chloral, and Seiden 

inexplicably finds his faith in her only after her death. 
Wolff asserts that Wharton "forced herself to be bluntly honest; there 

were no contrived happy endings in her work, and there was no illusion 
that the suffering within a novel should be satisfying to the reader" 

(110). But surely we may point to as many contrived t/flhappy endings in 
sentimental fiction as happy ones, and certainly one ploy of the 
sentimental novelist is to make the character's suffering not satisfying, 
but disturbing to the reader as long as the reader's own values are not 

seriously questioned. Wharton no doubt intended to use the conventions 
of the sentimental novel without distortion or evasion. Although she 
balances sentimental texture and melodramatic plot against a fine ironic 
discrimination in the narrative throughout most of the novel, the 
balance becomes an uneasy one in the last two chapters, leaving the 
reader suspended and confused by ballooning sentimental incident and a 

curiously noncommital point of view in the final paragraphs. 
Calling a work "sentimental" is equivalent to dismissing its claim to 

be considered as serious art, but the accusation is often made without 
critical precision. As Philip Fisher notes in Hard Facts, 

The only remaining use of such words as sentimentalism or sentimentality 

is to point out flaws of representation . . . All that is cheap, self 

flattering, idealizing, and deliberately dishonest we think of as sentimental 

ity. Self-indulgent, rhetorical, coy; at times sentimentality seems to include 

all the moral flaws that the honesty, sobriety, and objectivity of literary 
realism were designed to correct. 
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Yet in its earliest stages the development of psychological realism and 

sentimentality were closely connected.4 

Fisher is alluding to the way in which eighteenth-century sentimental 

fiction attempted to extend full humanity to classes of characters? 

slaves, children, animals, and prisoners?by providing a sympathetic 
context readers could enter through their emotions. Similarly, the 

so-called naturalistic novel, a mode Wharton found congenial, grew 
"out of an attempt to provide supporting documentary evidence for 

what we should now describe as sociological theories," according to 

R. F. Brissenden.5 The House of Mirth shows a concern for the 

problems of a woman who is both the slave and child of a society that 

does not grant her full autonomy but treats her as a beautiful object. 
Inasmuch as sentimental fiction originally dignified the disenfranchised 

in order to reform the general understanding of humane social behavior, 
it would be useful for our purposes to restore that earlier understanding 

of the goal of sentimental fiction to respectability. 

Wharton, in order to extend full humanity to Lily, by revealing what 

Wolff calls her "psychological distortions and self-alienation," had 

recourse to some of the traditional and very respectable elements of 

sentimental fiction. Philip Fisher identifies ten aspects of the "sentimen 

tal procedure": 

[1] extended central scenes of dying and deathbeds, [2] mourning and loss, 

[3] the rhetorical treatment of the central theme of suffering, [4] the 
creation of the prisoner as the central character, [5] the themes of 

imprisonment, [6] the violation of selfhood, [7] power relations in the 

intimate and familiar territory, [8] freedom, [9] the centrality of the 

family, and [10] the definition of the power of literary representation in 

terms of tears?the novel as a "tear-jerker" or a "three-handkerchief" 

novel.6 

Only the third and last suggest approaches to the novel that Wharton 

rejected. She restricts rhetorical narrative comment on Lily's plight, 

preferring irony, although the closing pages show a concentration of 

didactic passages asserting Lily's powerlessness against her circumstances 

that seem to demand our uncritical pity. According to Lewis, Wharton 

"displayed a compassionate awareness of the cruelty that inheres in 

human experience," but the disapproval of sentimentality is so firmly 
associated with the modern period that Wharton would, of course, 
avoid defining her literary power in terms of its capacity to produce 
tears. Her belief in the artistic merit of a disinterested narrative point of 
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view is illustrated by a story Lewis recounts: "Once, when a friend said 
that she had wept through the whole of one of her books, Edith 

responded icily: 'I am never interested in the misfortunes of my 
personages, only in their psychological evolution.' "7 

Fisher believes that the history of the novel as a popular form is "tied 
to its sentimental texture and to its melodramatic scheme of action." In 
the early twentieth century, the desire to rid the novel of its sentimental 

texture, usually through irony, "divides the novel into, on the one hand, 
a popular form of entertainment, and, on the other, a high art form in 
which the elimination of sentimentality is a central goal."8 The House 

of Mirth is a popular form inasmuch as it has a melodramatic plot 
characterized by sensational incident (blackmail, seduction, betrayal, 
drug-addiction) and unexplained contrivances (why does Lily buy the 
letters and how does Rosedale know she has them?). But clearly, 
throughout most of the novel, the complexity of Wharton's characters 
and the absence of reductive narrative judgments give the novel the 
character of high realism. Wharton infuses new vigor into the popular 
sentimental form so that psychological realism and sentimentality are 
once again closely connected, held in an uneasy alliance by Wharton's 

genius. 

The last two chapters increase the tension between the popular 

sentimental form and the art of ironic unfolding, which has been barely 
perceptible throughout the novel. Elements of the sentimental form, 
such as the rhetorical treatment of Lily's suffering, the emphasis on her 

powerlessness and imprisonment, the bathos of her drift into death, and 
the ambiguous narrative point of view in Selden's final deathbed scene, 

gain ascendance so that each character is purified and made conven 

tional. Lily and, to a lesser degree, Seiden are stripped of the complexity 
the earlier, more ironic narrative has revealed. 

Lily's conversion to the "continuity of life" in Nettie Struther's 

kitchen seems purely sentimental in the most widely accepted sense of 

the word. That is, Wharton's presentation of Lily's awakening seems to 

depend on the readers' romantic or nostalgic feelings about mother-love 

and the homely virtues rather than on reason or thought. Wharton 

seems uncomfortable with the scene, alternating between cloyingly 
sentimental imagery (the baby seems as "light as a pink cloud") and 

starchy, rather distant diction: 

Mrs. Struther proceeded to prepare a bottle of infantile food, which she 

tenderly applied to the baby's impatient lips; and while the ensuing 
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d?gustation went on, she seated herself with a beaming countenance beside 

her visitor.9 

Little in the narrative has prepared us for Lily's ability to sympathize 

with, admire and even envy Nettie, since "the other-regarding senti 

ments had not been cultivated in Lily." Yet, after holding Nettie's baby, 
she is cheered by the "results of her spasmodic benevolence." Her 

response bolsters our sense that her virtue has been rejuvenated by the 

act of burning Mrs. Dorset's compromising letters, with which she could 

have bribed her way back into society, and it allows us to admire her 

"virtue in distress."10 These two acts?renouncing her plan to blackmail 

Bertha and discovering the value of tenderness?followed by the 

payment of her debt to Trenor transform Lily into a much less complex 

being than the vain, charming, undependable woman with a horror of 

dinginess who inhabits most of the novel. In the last chapters, Lily 
becomes an increasingly sentimental heroine. 

After her initial pleasure at Nettie's, she suffers a "deeper loneliness" 

and "deeper impoverishment" that is like a "clutch of solitude at her 

heart." In fact, references to Lily's heart figure prominently throughout 
the chapter. 

That was the feeling which possessed her now, the feeling of being 

something rootless and ephemeral, mere spindrift on the whirling surface 

of existence, without anything to which the poor little tentacles of self 

could cling before the awful flood submerged them. And as she looked 
back she saw that there had never been a time when she had any real 

relation to life. . . . There was no centre of early pieties, of grave 

endearing tradition, to which her heart could revert and from which it 

could draw strength for itself and tenderness for others. In whatever form 

a slowly accumulated past lives in the blood?whether in the concrete 

image of the old house stored with visual memories or in the conception 

of the house not built with hands but made up of inherited passions and 

loyalties?it has the same power of broadening and deepening the 

individual existence, of attaching it by mysterious links of kinship to all 
the mighty sum of human striving. 

Such a vision of the solidarity of life had never before come to Lily. 

She had had a premonition of it in the blind motions of her mating 
instinct, but they had been checked by the disintegrating influences of the 
life about her. All the men and women she knew were like atoms whirling 

away from each other in some wild centrifugal dance; her first glimpse of 
the continuity of life had come to her that evening in Nettie Struther's 
kitchen. 
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The poor little working-girl who had found strength to gather up the 

fragments of her life and build herself a shelter with them seemed to Lily 
to have reached the central truth of existence. It was a meagre enough 

life, on the grim edge of poverty, with scant margin for possibilities of 

sickness or mischance, but it had the frail, audacious permanence of a 

bird's nest built on the edge of a cliff?a mere wisp of leaves and straw, 

yet so put together that the lives entrusted to it may hang safely over the 

abyss. (319-20) 

There can be little doubt that Wharton believes that "solidarity" and 

"continuity" in life are a product of "inherited passions and loyalties" 
and "grave, endearing traditions," and that a fairly high degree of 

comfort and freedom from anxiety are necessary to foster the kind of 

familial tenderness that allows children to grow into contented adults 

with fully-rooted identities. If, as Wharton maintains, "a slowly 
accumulated past lives in the blood," it remains unexplained why "a 

little working girl" without generations of breeding or bloodlines can 

achieve this civilizing influence in her precarious "nest," or why all the 

men and women in Lily's set, so well-endowed financially and 

genetically, are either insecure and competitive or mean-spirited and 

complacent. (After all, Lily's Aunt Peniston's life may be seen as the 

stultifying apotheosis of family "continuity"?all it lacks is the 

tenderness its form is supposed to produce.) In fact, with the exception 
of our glimpse into Carrie Fisher's homelife, the scene in Nettie 

Struthers' kitchen is the only vision we have of the kind of tenderness 

the novel turns out to hold up as an ideal, and Nettie's way is closed to 

Lily and Selden's millieu. In their society, displays of genuine, unstudied 

emotion are impossible. The narrator recognizes this as a limitation 

(306) but continues to imply that such emotional desiccation is an 

unavoidable component of their superior breeding, and is desirable as 

such. Lily's questionable ability to sustain love makes the scene in Nettie 

Struther's kitchen seem overwrought and false. 

Wharton insists, without much discernable irony, on Lily's beauty as 

a kind of "fineness" that sets her apart from the "herd" of 

womankind. Wharton deplores the mercantile terms in which her 

heroine's beauty is perceived, but she does not question the authority of 

the breeding and taste that are the essential components of that beauty. 

Instead, she is often caught up in celebrating Lily's "fineness" as an 

absolute value. A specific concern in the novel may be, as Wolff 

contends, "the psychological disfigurement of any woman who chooses 
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to accept society's definition of her as a beautiful object and nothing 
more" (110), but Wharton fails to fully expose the cultural relativism 

that defines the ideal of feminine beauty. The idealism of the snob is 

sentimental in the same way that Steven Marcus argues fantasies were in 

Victorian sexual literature; they appeal to "that 'mass of unargued, 
un-examined and largely unconscious assumptions' which forms the 

basis of that view of the world which everybody, without perhaps being 
fully aware of the fact, at a particular time and in a particular society 
seems to share."11 R.W.B. Lewis claims that Wharton's "snobbery was 

an integral part of her historical imagination." Certainly her "fondness 

for lineage and continuity" leads her to make absolute distinctions in 

the capacity of her characters for refinement based on their bloodlines.12 
Because her "particular time and particular society" have disappeared, 
the sentimentality of those distinctions is painfully obvious to us today. 

Although strongly skeptical throughout most of the novel, the 
narrator manipulates our sympathy in the final chapters by increasing 
Lily's capacity for making principled decisions and unexpectedly revising 
Seiden's capacity for loving her. Lily's physical beauty becomes, in some 

inscrutable way, inseparable from her moral beauty, as if one form of 
refinement made the other possible. Oddly, and ironically, her moral 
renovation is accomplished through a Naturalistic emphasis on environ 

mental determinism. Such emphasis usually tends to level the romanti 

cizing capacity of fiction by making it more difficult for an author to 
claim special autonomy for a character. I take such a claim to be a 
common form of sentimentality in fiction; it amounts to an unexplained 
assertion of superiority that quickly becomes an ideal that is incapable 
of the full flexibility and painful ambiguity that marks so-called 

"realistic," or believable, characterization. Lily's decision to burn the 
letters and her recognition of Nettie's enduring values are surprising but 

encouraging evidence of her strength of character; we accept her growth 
as an autonomous achievement, but the narrator continues to insist on 

her passivity and helplessness. 

Lily is consistently presented as controlled and over-refined by her 
social environment: "She was like some rare flower grown for exhibi 

tion, a flower from which every bud had been nipped except the 

crowning blossom, of her beauty." Other titles Wharton considered 

giving the novel?"A Moment's Ornament" and "The Year of the 
Rose"?reinforce the imagery of hot-house flowers central to Wharton's 
interest in naturalism.13 This interest is confirmed in A Backward 
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Glance. Believing that New York society was a "futile and insubstan 
tial" vehicle for a novel, Wharton was faced with the question of how 
"to extract from such a subject the typical human significance which is 
the story-teller's reason for telling one story rather than 
another. . . . The answer was that a frivolous society can acquire 

dramatic significance only through what its frivolity destroys. Its tragic 

implication lies in its power of debasing people and ideals. The answer, 
in short, was my heroine, Lily Bart" (207). 

This emphasis on Lily as a helpless product of her environment reduces 
the complexity of the novel; Lily is not always sensitive and idealistic? 

she can be pugnacious and manipulative?and her vitality often works 

against her idealism. As mixed as they are, her gifts enable her to evade 
the restrictions of her society and give the reader reason to expect that 
she will outgrow, outwit, or compromise with her oppressors. It is 

difficult to claim that Lily is pressed flat by circumstance; she has 

shown considerable aptitude for remaking her life on new lines (if little 

aptitude for revising her aspirations,) and she has the "moral con 

stancy" to withstand the temptation to quietly blackmail Bertha Dorset. 

Wharton blames "inherited tendencies" and "early training" for 

making Lily the "highly specialized" decorative object she is. Her 
Darwinian argument (300-1) conveniently ignores the fact that Lily's 

adaptation has occurred not over eons, but in her lifetime, and that 

"material necessities" and "moral scruples"?so far from being exterior 

and antithetical to that process of adaptation, of becoming purely 
decorative?have been central to the process. In fact, Lily has not at 

any time in her life been purely decorative, nor has any other character 
in the novel. They all offer themselves for sale in the estimation of 

others and pay for their privileges by being enslaved by the desire for 

what they cannot have, but seem tantalizingly close to acquiring. 
So it would seem that Lily's adaptation, containing as it does so much 

fine discrimination among "material necessities" and "moral scruples," 
contains the germs of her own rehabilitation and release from the 

system. When Wharton says Lily has "neither the aptitude nor the 

moral constancy to remake her life on new lines," she means Lily 
cannot remake her life without compromising either her moral beauty or 

the social position that is her birthright. Wharton makes a romantic 

ideal of Lily's beauty and breeding?she treats her beauty as if it had 

some autonomous existence independent of the people whose desires 

define it. Wharton is capable of criticizing the market values of the class 
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system which defines beauty and worth for her, but her aesthetic 

sensibilities may ultimately be imprisoned by those ideals. 

Lily's death allows Wharton to evade a thorough examination of the 

values of the class system that are the subject of the novel. Wolff hints 

at her own disappointment when she writes that Wharton? 

chose to have Lily die?decided against shaping a world in which a lovely, 
dependent creature such as Lily Bart might survive. It was Wharton's 

novel; within broad limits she could have chosen any fate for her heroine, 

and she chose to kill her. That choice implies a judgment upon the 
elements of feminity that Lily embodies: they are not viable, not worth 

preserving. (136) 

Such a position assumes that every death in fiction is an execution for 

crimes against society. Wolff's interpretation requires the exaggeration 
of Lily's habit of moral evasion in order to accentuate her pas 

sivity: "she has not been bred to offer anything more than the 

appearance of moral righteousness" (119). Yet in destroying the letters 

without making a display of their destruction, Lily shows deep integrity. 
In many ways, Wharton has made Lily too morally refined to live. 

She could not bear to see her compromise by choosing only one of the 

prizes to which she aspired?either honor or wealth?for fear of seeing 
her beauty drained of all the metaphysical beauty that other people's 
unsatisfied longing had supplied. Wolff argues that Wharton is 

challenging the way fashionable society confuses "real with ideal" 

feminine beauty, and that Lily necessarily suffers from that confusion, 
as well. Lily's death "is redemptive: it recaptures and fixes forever 
Selden's esteem for her; it apotheosizes her triumphant tableau vivant" 

(131). Her point, while it cannot illuminate Lily's motives because she 

believes (and the narrator confirms) that she has permanently killed his 

love (309), does illuminate Wharton's perspective on Lily's choices. The 

reader has been constantly teased with the possibility that Lily will be 

able to step "outside the great gilt cage" (56) of her social world. The 

evidence of the novel suggests several options: Lily might marry Seiden 

and create a "new world" (74) of personal freedom; she might trade 

both her refinement by birth and her hard-won moral refinement for 

marriage to Rosedale; she might work as an apprentice hat-maker and 

hope to meet a modest "good" man like Nettie's husband; or she might 

accept Rosedale's offer of a loan and open an elegant hat shop catering 
to the curiosity of her former friends and enemies. None of these 

options is outside of Wharton's range, but two would have increased the 
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novel's sentimentality, two would have strengthened its ironic realism, 
and all of them venture outside the elaborate system of values in the 

gilded cage. For Lily, and perhaps for Wharton, some fates are worse 

than death, especially a life in the actual marketplace. 

Despite language calculated to wring a sympathetic tear from the 

reader, Lily's suicide does not seem false or gratuitously introduced. 

Lily's habit of not considering her actions closely makes the ambiguity 
of her overdose believable. But the death scene is bathetic in the sense 

that it is anticlimactic after her vision of "the continuity of life." In the 

popular tradition, the reader's hope is raised only to be dashed. The 

revery in which Lily imagines "To-morrow would not be so difficult 

after all; she felt sure that she would have the strength to meet it" as 

she sinks from "the soft approach of passiveness" into "complete 

subjugation" (322) is pathetic and consonant with the theme of 

imprisonment. But the sequence of her hallucination of holding Nettie's 

baby as if she were clutching her own naked, simple soul, followed by 
her attempt to repeat "the word" (love) that would "make life clear" 

with Seiden, followed by "a dark flash of loneliness and terror" and 

then by the sleep of death indulges in the kind of rhetorical excess that 

seems to pass beyond "the moral indignation of the reformer" to the 

"more devious titillations of the sadist."14 Having changed Lily into a 

conventional "good" woman, Wharton gives the impression of being 

heartily sick of her purity. 
Selden's change of heart is an even more egregious evasion of 

psychological complexity than Lily's reduction to a sentimental heroine. 

Wharton clearly satirizes his self-delusion, but by not showing us the 

reason for his change of heart, she preserves some of his glamour. 

Furthermore, she refuses to distance the narrative point of view from 

Selden's own perspective as he kneels by her death-bed, with the result 

that the last paragraphs of the novel are a muddle of pious sentiment 

and murky irony. 
In the hours before Lily's death, both Seiden and she grope for 

"some word" that each must tell the other. In the morning, Seiden has 

miraculously "found the word he meant to say to her, and it could not 

wait another moment to be said" (325). It has become painfully obvious 

that the word is "love," although all we are told of his transformation 

is that "he had cut loose from the familiar shores of habit and launched 

himself on uncharted seas of emotion; all the old tests and measures 

were left behind" (324). We have become so familiar with those tests 
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and measures that Wharton's coy use of the allusive "word" neither 

explains how Seiden has overcome his reluctance nor satisfies our 

curiosity about the character of his emotion. 

Henry James' criticism of Lawrence Seiden as "too absent" suggests 
the curiously protective quality of Wharton's attitude toward him. 

Although Selden's ideal "republic of the spirit" was an idea Wharton 

embraced, she wrote Sara Norton that he was "a negative hero, a sterile 

and subtly fraudulent figure whose ideas were not much to be 

trusted."15 But he is also attractive in his detached courtliness. She 

treats him with ambivalence; he is neither a wholeheartedly sympathetic 

spokesman, as Janet Malcolm believes, nor the final object of her 

sweeping social satire" (132), as Wolff asserts. Wharton simply refuses 

to expose his motives to the reader's scrutiny.16 
Wolff ingeniously reads the last paragraphs of the novel as a purely 

ironic exposure of Selden's self-evasions; and certainly Wharton satirizes 

Seiden when she allows him to satisfy his curiosity about Lily's debt to 

Trenor before succumbing to grief. His readiness to draw from the 

memory of her farewell kiss "the courage not to accuse himself for 

having failed" (329) to declare his love invites us to reject his excuse 

with impatience. However, to understand these paragraphs as an ironic 

exposure of Seiden, the reader must be convinced that the point of view 

is limited to his grief-stricken revery. There are, however, insufficient 

markers to indicate that we have entered Selden's mind, never to leave it 

for higher narrative ground: we are told, "at least he had loved her," 
not "he felt that he had loved her." And if the point of view were 

consistently ironic in condemning the shallowness of his feeling, there 

would be no need for the following sentences to diagnose his 

deficiencies as a lover, since he has just excused himself from the 

responsibility of having failed in that capacity: 

He saw that all the conditions of life had conspired to keep them apart, 

since his very detachment from the external influences which swayed her 

had increased his spiritual fastidiousness and made it more difficult for 
him to live and love uncritically. But at least he had loved her, had been 

willing to stake his future on his faith in her, and if the moment had been 

fated to pass from them before they could seize it, he saw now that, for 

both, it had been saved whole out of the ruin of their lives. (329) 

To affirm that the mere recognition of love is a valuable ideal that may 
be "saved whole out of the ruin" of life suggests a point of view which 

reduces human suffering to an artistically and morally satisfying 
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experience, as Wolff reproves Henry James for doing in Daisy Miller.11 

The language of the last paragraphs of The House of Mirth does not 

mirror the distracted pain of the lover but takes on the eulogizing 

grandiloquence of an omniscient narrator: 

It was this moment of love, this fleeting victory over themselves, which 

had kept them from atrophy and extinction, which, in her, had reached 

out to him in every struggle against the influence of her surroundings, and 

in him, had kept alive the faith that now drew him penitent and reconciled 
to her side. 

He knelt by the bed and bent over her, draining their last moment to its 

lees; and in the silence there passed between them the word which made 

all clear. 

The passage prompts readers to look at the two characters' careers from 

an Olympian vantage point and feel a conventional pity for both of 

them. Seiden can have no way of knowing that love made her "reach 

out to him in every struggle." His capacity for love and constancy of 

faith, severely questioned earlier, are here blandly affirmed in language 
that has the character of distanced judgment. Furthermore, Lily cannot 

be thought to have avoided "atrophy and extinction" no matter whose 

point of view dominates the end of the novel. To profess that they are 

"reconciled" after death and share a "last moment" of love, the word 

they could not speak, seems cynical. 
Wolff attempts to dissociate herself from a sentimental reading of The 

House of Mirth while preserving for it the traditional ideological 
function of sentimental fiction?to extend full humanity to the disen 

franchised. Her ironic reading of the end of The House of Mirth as a 

bitter condemnation of Selden's idealization of Lily purges the novel of 

its sentimental features. But the irony of the last scence works like a 

thin veneer that does not disguise the banal structure underneath. 

It is possible that Wharton, under pressure to meet the serialization 

deadline, may have compromised her usual commitment to "high art" 

and finished the novel in a more popular vein than the careful, ironic 

unfolding of the earlier narrative leads us to expect. Leslie Fiedler calls 

"the fact of brutality" and "the hope of forgiveness and mutual love" 

the "twin images of guilt and reconciliation that represent for the 

popular mind of America the truth of slavery" (266). Perhaps Wharton 

adopted this sentimental yoking of cruelty and loving reconciliation in 

order to conclude her own theme of Lily's enslavement on a note that 

would expose the false ideals of a "frivolous society," but not offend 
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her audience's sensibilities too deeply. 
Readers who are intent on understanding Wharton's novel simply as 

an illustration of repressive attitudes toward women will be forced to 

exaggerate Lily's helplessness. Her choices are severely restricted by her 

society, but she shows a good deal of resourcefulness and adaptability in 

her downward career. To emphasize her passivity is in itself a form of 

sentimentality in the earnest, original sense of the concept. The novel's 

conclusion reduces the complexity Lily achieves through Wharton's 

honest, ambivalent assessment of her strengths and weaknesses. 
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